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Outline

• Introduction
• The current narrative
• The big idea via fables – serendipity and the elephant
• Research evidence (including emerging)
• Implications for the future
• Thanks

This is dedicated to my patient Xe and all of our ND siblings
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Who am I?
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Eccles et al., in prepBendyBrain



Thoughts on therapeutic rapport?
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A typical case for me in ND service

• Female or non-binary
• Many years psych history
• History suggestive of dyslexia/dyspraxia/dyscalculia
• Often multiple psych diagnoses: eating disorder, depression, 

anxiety, OCD, EUPD, query of bipolar/psychosis, trauma, (c)PTSD, 
FND

• Body focused repetitive behaviours
• Often complex physical health history
• Complex risk profile – interplay autism and ADHD ? TS
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The narrative
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The new narrative
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Reflections on a discussion with friend about 
the importance of counting
• 2 ND step children
• 2 children who school are 

quering ND

• The whole classroom is full of 
people with EHCPs.  Isn’t 
everyone ND?
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But what about chasing rabbits?
Lack of diagnostic standardization and 
evolving case definitions

Are ‘gold standard’ tools fit for purpose? 
substantial bias viz non stereotypical 
populations and utility in complexity

Profound methodological heterogeneity

The cancelling out/masking problem



And cartography?

https://youtube.com/shorts/
VRQCsupzl7Y?si=UGkrlGKC
FZyH3GlY
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Postcards from the coal face - ADHD
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Postcards from the coal face - Autism
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Postcards from the coal face
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Serendipity…

Prof Hugo Critchley
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In press
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The fable of the blind men and the elephant

• The earliest documented version appears in the Buddhist text Tittha 
Sutta (Udāna 6.4, Khuddaka Nikaya), 500 BCE 

• the story's roots are even deeper: the Hindu Rigveda, dated between 
1500 and 1200 BCE, contains the philosophical precursor: "Reality is 
one, though wise men speak of it variously."

• The parable also appears independently in ancient Jain texts predating 
the 5th century BCE, where scholars use it to illustrate the concepts of 
anekāntavāda (many-sidedness) and syādvāda (conditioned 
viewpoints)—the notion that truth cannot be grasped from a single 
perspective. 

• This religious and philosophical diversity of origin suggests the story 
addressed a universal human epistemological challenge that 
transcended any single tradition.





An early encounter with the elephant..
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The elephant in the room
Neurodivergence in psychiatry (In press)
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• Co-occurrence with primary psychiatric disorders is common and 
clinically significant:

•  high rates of ADHD and autism are seen in psychosis, bipolar 
disorder, OCD, anxiety, eating disorders, addictions and 
functional neurological disorders

•  with overlapping neurodevelopmental profiles that require 
integrated formulation rather than siloed diagnoses and 
management
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Role of ND in first episode psychosis at SPFT  

Likely 
neurodivergence

Acute service 
use

Age of first 
psychotic sx

psychosis
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• Bipolar disorder in this sample was very highly associated with 
neurodivergent traits: over 80% screened above threshold for autism 
and about two-thirds for ADHD, yet formal diagnoses were rarely 
recorded.

• Mediation analysis suggests that the relationship between 
hypermobility and bipolar disorder may be largely explained by 
neurodivergence, supporting a brain–body model in which variant 
connective tissue, sensory processing and emotion regulation are 
interconnected.

• The authors propose a stress–vulnerability (allostatic load/diathesis) 
framework and argue for a more dimensional, transdiagnostic view of 
neurodevelopmental and affective conditions, 
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ND/HM in eating disorder development (in 
prep) 
• In 3400 18 year olds taking part in ALSPAC longitudional birth cohort study, autistic traits at 

age 7 significantly predicted presence of any eating disorder at 18 in girls

• This was linked through ADHD traits, in the presence of symptomatic joint hypermobility

Autistic traits 
age 7

Eating disorder 
age 18

ADHD traits 

Symptomatic hypermobility 
age 18

UNPUBLISHED DATA – DO NOT SHARE, COPY, DISTRIBUTEBendyBrain



The other elephant in the room
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Text to a friend/collaborator…
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ND/HM in self harm (in prep)

• In 3400 18 year olds taking part in ALSPAC longitudional birth cohort study.  In females, 
autistic traits at age 7 significantly predicted presence of any eating disorder at 18

• This was linked through ADHD traits, in the presence of symptomatic joint hypermobility

Autistic traits 
age 7

Self-harm
age 18

ADHD traits 
age 9

Symptomatic hypermobility 
age 18

UNPUBLISHED DATA – DO NOT SHARE, COPY, DISTRIBUTE
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Role of autism in mental health crisis 
presentations (under review, BJPSYCH open)
• This service evaluation aimed to determine the prevalence of likely autism in patients accessing crisis mental 

health services in Sussex. 

• Fifty-five participants completed autism screening evaluation (RAADS-14). Forty-three participants (78%) 
scored above the screening threshold for possible autism.  Given reported  specificity of the scale, this 
suggests that conservatively at least 55% of our sample may be autistic.  Twenty-seven percent scored above 
the median published score for autistic individuals. 

• Furthermore, autistic traits were associated with negative impact on quality of life (p<0.001) and on self-
rated wellbeing (p<0.01). Autism scores were higher in those with joint hypermobility (p=0.01), which may 
unify mental and physical health concerns in this population. 

• This is the first study to assess the likely prevalence of autism in such a crisis population. Our findings 
demonstrate the need to consider the role of undiagnosed autism in complex mental health presentations. 
This has considerable impact on personalised medicine and the design of acute mental health services.
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• Under-recognition of ND has severe consequences: neurodivergent people 
have increased rates of suicide, substance misuse, chronic physical and 
mental illness, shortened life expectancy, educational and occupational 
exclusion, and unemployment, translating into societal and economic costs 
that exceed those of cardiovascular disease and diabetes combined
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The keys to the toolbox (inc Zheng et al,)

• Robust evidence shows that 
appropriate interventions, particularly 
ADHD pharmacotherapy, can 
substantially reduce suicide, substance 
misuse, accidents and criminality, 

• Effect sizes and 
number-needed-to-treat figures that are 
among the most favourable in medicine, 
underscoring the preventable nature of 
much associated morbidity and 
mortality.
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The fallacy of either/or

Beware of diagnostic overshadowing 
and exclusion on basis of ND
ND is NOT a diagnosis of exclusion



A blueprint for the future – possible solutions
The problem
• fragmented services
• inmprecise prevalence estimates
• lack of widespread training in adult 

ADHD/autism
• diagnostic overshadowing
• poor fit of standard talking 

therapies, and understanding of 
link with  physical health

• lead to misdiagnosis, delayed 
recognition, crisis-driven care 
and missed opportunities for 
early, tailored support.

Promotion
Prevention
Preparation
Participation
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Postcards from the coal face
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Postcards from the coal face
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Upskilling the workforce to recognize what 
they are already seeing every day
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Back to MRCPSYCH (and Xe)
• Psychiatry faces a choice between 

continuing to ignore this “elephant in the 
room” or fully integrating 
neurodevelopmental understanding into 
everyday practice

• Recognising and diagnosing 
neurodivergence is not a niche task but a 
core responsibility of every psychiatrist

• This is essential for delivering 
personalised, effective and economically 
sustainable care.



And don’t forget tics.. Or FASD!
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Postcards from the coal face
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ND/HM and creativity

250 people in general population

Hypermobility Creativity

ND 
Characteristics

Quadt…Eccles; under review
UNPUBLISHED DATA – DO NOT SHARE, COPY, DISTRIBUTE
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ND and creativity
 Erin., Shaw, Quadt, Eccles., 2025 (under review)
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Inspiration and help along the way
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Prof Hugo Critchley Prof Kevin
Davies

Dr Lisa Quadt

Rebecca Dew Nigel Cole
Jane Green MBE Sedsconnective

Dr Lisa Page



Inspiration and help along the way

Prof Helen Minnis, Dr Claire Jamieson, Dr Ruchika Gajwani

Dr Oliver Dale Dr Conor Davidson

Dr Ulrich Muller-
Sedgwick

Dr Christopher 
Muller PollardBendyBrain



Find out more
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